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CHAPTER 1
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Rose

82 days until ‘I do’

The mermaid gown hugged her body in all the wrong places. Where the ruching gathered on the right, the silky fabric played tug of war with the stitching on the left. The result was purely horrifying. Rose scoffed and tugged the gown lower on her hips. 

“Do you need any help?” Rachel knocked on the flimsy dressing-room door. “Which one are you trying on now?”

With a frown, Rose stared at the off-white atrocity in the mirror. “I think it’s supposed to be a mermaid cut.” 

Rachel barged into the small space with two more dresses draped over her right shoulder. Her gaze raked over Rose’s reflection. “You don’t like it?” 

“It’s hard to know.” She tugged again on the tight fabric and sucked in a deep breath—but in return, gained nothing more than a mild dizzy spell. “This dress is too tight to even tell.” 

Rachel poked her cold fingers into the back of the dress. “What size is it?” 

A flurry of tingles ripped across her skin. “Stop! Your hands are freezing, Rach!” Rose sidestepped her sister and slid the dress to the floor with the angst of a toddler undressing for a bath. “It doesn’t matter. This isn’t the one.” 

Rachel sighed. “Rose, you’ve tried on almost every dress in the store. I don’t think you’re giving any of these a fair shot.” She shifted the two new dresses from her shoulder to the metal rack. “Is there any style you’re at least considering? Something to help us narrow it down?” 

Her stomach sank as she scooped up the too-tight mermaid dress and replaced it on the satin hanger. 

No, there isn’t. 

“Rose?” Rachel reached out and grabbed the dress from her sister before adding it to the growing pile of ‘no’. 

“Ugh, I just don’t know!” A sheen of sweat coated her skin. Rose dragged her hands over her cheeks and groaned. Through the mirror, she peered at her sister. 

“Let’s not get discouraged yet.” Rachel stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Rose in a tight squeeze. “We still have a few more to try,” she added with an encouraging grin.

Rose gulped and closed her eyes. The air hung heavy in the tiny dressing room. With scattered ballgowns and A-line options lining the walls, she threaded her fingers through her hair as reality set in. 

Picking a dress isn’t really my problem... 

“How about this one?” Rachel pointed to a crystal-lined trumpet style. “Put this on and I’ll go see if Tess has any more options. Mom has probably found a few more by now, too.” 

Tears welled in her eyes. Dropping her gaze to the floor, Rose nodded and hid behind her long sandy-brown hair. 

“I’ll be right back,” Rachel muttered and left the dressing room. “Try the trumpet.” 

Rose sniffled and dragged her fingers beneath her eyes. She shivered, standing half-naked in the white lace shapewear Rachel had insisted she wear. With shaky fingers, she reached for the trumpet dress and stepped into it. The material tickled on the way up her legs, unlike the mermaid that attempted suffocation. She slipped her arms through the delicate straps and fumbled with the zipper, tugging it halfway up her back. 

Her eyes pooled again with tears, clouding her vision as she stared at the dress in the mirror. It flattered her curves and rested comfortably against her skin. Each crystal glistened beneath the spotlight. But where a smile should have creased her lips, a sob escaped instead. 

The dress worked, both stunning and practical, but the moment held no joy in her heart as she stared at her reflection. 

“Rose?” Tess knocked on the door. “I have a few more for you.” 

Quickly swiping her palms over her damp face, Rose tucked her hair behind her ears. I can’t keep doing this. Just pretend this is the one. She sucked in a deep breath before plastering on a wide smile. Her fingers quivered as she gripped the handle and tugged with mounting, false strength. “I think this is the one,” she choked out and pulled the door open. 

Tess covered her mouth in awe. Her perfectly manicured Barbie-pink nails rested against her cheeks as an elated giggle slid through the cracks in her fingers. “Oh, my God, Rose!” She threw her arms around her in a tight squeeze. “You look stunning! This dress is absolutely gorgeous on you!” Tess circled her, pawing at the crystals and fluffing the train. She zipped up the rest of the dress and secured the top button with a grin. “This is absolutely the one.” 

“I think so, too!” Swallowing the lies sliding so easily through her teeth, Rose twirled and eyed the back of the gown in the mirror. “Thirty second time’s the charm, right?” 

Tess giggled and gripped her hand. “Come on, you have to show everyone!” With a tug, Tess guided her from the safety of the dressing room, down the hallway, and out into the main showroom. “Up here,” she directed and pointed to the carpeted pedestal. 

Rose stood in the spotlight. Three panels of mirrors looked back, showing off every angle of the gown and the woman wearing it. Her gaze darted back and forth, avoiding her full reflection. Terrified by the truth she’d see, Rose focused on Tess as she adjusted the train again. 

“Simply stunning,” Tess said under her breath. She stood and selected a veil from the rack beside her and secured the comb onto Rose’s head. “Don’t move. Let me grab the others.” 

Her heels clicked away, and Rose hung her head. Concentrating on the air leaving her lungs, she closed her eyes and blocked out the noise—the ringing front desk phone, the chatter of excited customers, and the constant, ever-present voiceless fear in her ear.  

Just get through this next part. Let them oooh and ahhh over this ridiculous dress. Just get through this next part. Let them...

The mantra repeated in her brain as the seconds ticked by. Rose scrunched her toes against the worn carpet on the pedestal and cleared her throat. Her heart banged beneath her chest, speeding the blood in her veins. 

She snuck a peek at the mirror. Red and puffy, her brown-eyed gaze looked back. Rose wiped beneath her eyes and sniffled, determined to avoid any further examination of the dress. But the crystals sparkled beneath the spotlight, sewn onto every inch of the fabric. The beauty drew her gaze and Rose peered at her reflection. 

An image flashed in her mind. A hundred seated guests lined the aisle at Maravilla Gardens, all staring at her. Cameras snapped and video rolled. And all the while, Cole stood at the altar, waiting—

“Rose!” Rachel screamed and stumbled to her side, still laden with dresses on each shoulder. “Oh, my God, Tess was right! Look at you!” Her fingers dragged over the crystals. “Is this the trumpet?” 

Rose nodded. “Mmm-hmm.” 

“Oh, my sweet baby girl.” Rita appeared on Rachel’s right with teary eyes. She shook her head and sniffled. “This is the one, isn’t it?” 

Just pretend it is. 

Void of all emotion, Rose forced another smile on her lips. “I think so, Mom,” she whispered. 

Rita gripped her elbow and squeezed. “Cole will love it, sweetheart. Just look at you.” 

“Accessories!” Tess returned with heels, jewelry, and a plastic bouquet of flowers. “Here, Rose, slip these on.” She bent forward and rested the shoes on the pedestal. “Rach, hold these,” she murmured and dropped the worn, practice roses in her hands. 

Rachel sneezed. 

“Bless you,” said Tess before adorning Rose’s neck with a string of simple pearls. “There.” She stepped back and eyed the full vision. “What do you think?”

Rose accepted the plastic bouquet from her sister but avoided the mirror. “It’s perfect.” 

“It really is,” Rita cooed and snapped a photo of all three girls. “I wish your father were here to see this,” she said and dragged a finger beneath her nose. 

“Mom...” Rachel wrapped her arms around her and squeezed as the saleswoman stomped in and interrupted. 

“Oh, you’re gorgeous, darling! Simply stunning!” she said in an out-of-place East-coast accent. “What do you think? Is this the one?” She shimmied her shoulders with excitement. 

Yeah. If this is what it takes to get me the fuck out of here, then sure, it’s the one. 

Rose nodded. “I’ll take it. And all the accessories, too.” 

Tess beamed and tucked her blonde curls behind her ears. 

“You got it, sweetie.” The saleswoman nodded and began tapping notes into her tablet. “When’s the wedding?” 

“December twenty-first,” answered Rachel, offering Rose her hand as she stepped off the podium. “I think we’re a little late on the dress shopping.” She turned to her sister and stuck out her tongue. 

“Are we too late to order anything?” asked Rita.

The saleswoman gripped the tag on the back of the dress and tilted her head. “You know, I could sell you this one. I don’t even think you’d need alterations. It’s like it was made for you.” 

Rose shivered as her words opened a pit in her stomach. Made for me?  

“Oh, that’s perfect!” Rachel clapped her hands together and cheered. 

The saleswoman nodded. “Go ahead and slip the dress off. I’ll have our seamstress look it over and make sure it’s not missing a crystal or anything.” 

With a gulp, Rose nodded. “Amazing,” she choked out. 

“Come on. I’ll help you out of it.” Rachel tugged her toward the hallway. Her fingers gripped her elbow, squeezing tighter with every step forward. 

“Ouch! Rach!” Rose stumbled into the dressing room with Tess’s choice of heels still strapped to her feet. “What the—”

“What is wrong with you?” she interrupted. 

Shit. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Stop it.” Rachel tugged the veil out of Rose’s hair with a grimace. “It’s me. Come on.” 

Heat flushed her skin. Warming once more beneath the dressing room lights, Rose averted her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered. 

“Do you not like the dress?” Rachel unclasped the pearl necklace. 

Swallowing the truth on the tip of her tongue, Rose shook her head. “No, I love it.” 

Rachel rolled her eyes and lowered the zipper. “Rose, stop lying. You can fool the saleswoman. You can fool Tess. And you can even fool Mom. But me?” She helped lower the dress to the floor and eyed Rose as she stepped out. “Not so much.” 

Dammit. 

“Come on,” Rachel continued. “What gives? What’s the problem?” 

Rose stuffed the trumpet dress on the hanger and hung it back on the rack. The pit in her stomach deepened, churning the meager salad from lunch. She swallowed and pointed to her pile of clothes in the corner. “Rach, can—”

“Stop it!” Rachel swatted her fingers. “I’m serious! You need to fucking talk to me!” 

Rose widened her eyes and stepped closer. “Will you keep your voice down?” 

“I’ll keep my voice down when you tell me what the hell is going on with you.” 

The air in her lungs deflated. Defeat filtered through her veins, slipping and sliding through her bloodstream like a spring stream winding its way to the mouth of a river—inevitable. She sighed and pressed her eyes closed, blocking out the accusing stare of her sister. 

“Look, I need to ask you something.”

Rose nodded. Here it comes. 

“Do you even want to get married?”

No, I don’t. 

The question plagued her, stuck on repeat since the moment Cole sank to one knee and parted his beautiful lips in a twinkle-lit cavern. The memory replayed in her mind, the moment one she would remember until her dying day. But every day since his proposal, the future gnawed at her heart, ripping and shredding the tender muscle piece by piece. 

“Rose!” Rachel snapped her fingers two inches in front of her nose. “Are you even listening to me?”

She shivered and wrapped her arms around her body in a self-hug. “Stop it, Rach! Of course, I do! Why the hell would you ask me that?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.” Rachel scrunched her nose and turned to pick up the pile of clothing in the corner. “Maybe because you’ve got this ridiculously fake smile on your face every other second. You pushed off this dress appointment until it was almost too late. I flippin’ get a text from Cole every day asking about centerpieces, or chair covers, or—” She tossed the pile of clothes at Rose’s chest and huffed out a sigh. “Am I marrying Cole, or are you?” 

Rachel sniffled and swiped at the single tear escaping down her cheek. 

“Why’re you being so emotional?” Rose sneered and ripped the lace shapewear off her body. “Centerpieces don’t warrant tears,” she snapped. 

“Then you need to show some goddamn interest in them!” she scolded, her voice growing louder again. “Come on, Rose! Don’t you see it? You’ve left Cole on his own to plan this grand wedding. Why—”

Rose cupped her palm over her sister’s lips. “Please! Keep your voice down!” 

Rachel pushed her away, but swayed on the spot. She caught herself on the door frame and closed her eyes. 

“Are you okay?” Rose gripped her arm. “Rach?” 

She nodded, but sank onto the chair in the tiny dressing room, smashing a castaway tea-length gown with tulle beneath her butt. “Sorry,” she muttered. Rachel kneaded the muscles in her neck and shivered. “Dizzy spell.” 

“Do you feel sick?” Rose pressed a hand to her forehead. 

“No.” Pushing her away, Rachel scowled. “Stop changing the subject.” 

“You’re the one ready to pass out!” 

A door creaked open at the end of the hallway, each hinge announcing the end to their private conversation. “Oh, ladies!” The saleswoman’s singsong voice echoed into the dressing room. “I came for the gown.” She tapped on the door. “Do you still need a moment?”

Rose grabbed the dress and tripped over Rachel’s feet. 

“Ouch!” Rachel gripped the handle and cracked open the door. Stuffing the dress through the gap, she grinned. “Here’s the dress! Sorry, my sister is moving super slow.” 

Ugh, seriously, Rach? 

“No rush! You girls take your time.” Her footsteps echoed down the hallway and disappeared. 

Rose forced her shirt over her head and quickly stuffed her legs into a pair of jeans. With a scowl at the shapewear, she kicked it toward her purse. 

“You know we need to talk about this, right?” 

“There’s nothing to talk about.” Rose slipped into her tennis shoes and bent down to tie the laces.

Damage control. 

“Rach, I know you think you’re onto something here, but the truth is I’m just fine. I love Cole. I’ve always loved Cole.” She shrugged. “He’s just got a lot of grand plans and I’m having a hard time keeping up. My job is still new and I’m feeling a little overwhelmed.” 

Totally plausible excuse. 

Rachel squinted. Her stare was a penetrating X-ray searching for the truth. “You’re overwhelmed.” 

Rose nodded and bent to pick up her purse and shapewear. Draping the bag over her shoulder, she swallowed the lie. “Mmm-hmm. And I’m sorry you’re picking up my slack. I promise, I’ll try harder moving forward.” 

With a sweaty palm on the handle, Rose twisted the knob and held the door open. “Come on, let’s go. We’ve kept Mom and Tess waiting long enough.” 

Rachel released a heavy sigh and frowned. She stood and reached for her own canvas bag in the corner. “I don’t buy it,” she mumbled, but still exited the dressing room. “There’s something you’re not telling me.” 

Rose rolled her eyes and followed Rachel down the hallway. “Drop it, Rach, please,” she muttered. “I promise you, I’m fine. I’ll figure it out.” 

Somehow. Some way. I’ll figure it out. 

Rose tailed Rachel to the check-out counter where Tess and Rita fawned over the crystal-lined trumpet gown. The saleswoman covered it with a cotton bag, elegantly marked in a swirl of gold letters reading, I said yes. 

Her stomach churned at the sight. 

I should have said no from the very start. 
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Cole

24 years before

A flurry of dust dispersed in the air as Cole slammed the trunk. Stuffing his arm into the musty, rough material of an old suit belonging to Mr. Randy Prescott, Cole grinned at the equally atrocious selection Ryan made. 

“This one smells like my dad’s underwear before mom does the laundry.” Ryan stuffed his nose in the armpit of the suit coat and gagged. 

“Why’d you pick it then?” Cole tugged at the single button remaining on his tweed monstrosity.

“You grabbed the only good one!” Ryan shoved a pair of thick, plastic-rimmed, vintage glasses on his face. His eyes magnified, striking an uncanny resemblance to a tree frog. 

A laugh burst from Cole’s belly. Sheer amusement erupted from his soul as he eyed the look Ryan modeled. “You look so stupid!” 

Ryan puffed out his chest and rested his hands on his six-year-old hips. The glasses slid down the bridge of his nose and dropped to the basement floor with a clatter. “But do I look like a priest?” 

“A priest?” Cole barked out another laugh. “I’ve never seen a priest wear a suede jacket.” 

“Well, how am I supposed to marry you and Rose then?” Ryan frowned and looked around the cardboard boxes and open storage containers lining the basement walls. 

“We need a robe or an old sheet or something.” Cole pawed through another box of old clothes. “Try those over there.” He pointed and Ryan followed his direction. “I don’t think we’ve looked in those yet.” 

“Oh, wait, what’s this?” Ryan leaned over the edge of a box, still wearing the adult-sized suit coat. He sneezed, but came back gripping a circular black tablecloth with a stitched ruffle. Wrapping it around his shoulders like a scarf, he returned the glasses to his face. “I now pronounce you man and wife,” he proudly recited. 

Cole snickered and grabbed a belt from the box at his feet. He tightened it around Ryan’s waist and snorted at the sight. “There. You look just like Father Francis now.” 

Ryan nodded and marched toward the laundry room on the opposite side of the basement, following the giggles of girly laughter. Cole shadowed him. 

“The ceremony will begin soon!” he announced through the rickety wood-paneled door. “Is the bride ready?” 

Rachel’s face appeared as she opened the door. “She’s having second thoughts! I just need a few more minutes with her.” A pack of plastic rose petals came hurling through the gap and landed on Cole’s toes. “Here! Use these for the aisle.” She disappeared and a fit of giggles echoed through the ancient door again. 

Cole picked up the plastic box and tore open the side. With another snort at Ryan’s bug-like eyes, he stuffed a fist full of petals in his hands. “Come here. I need your help.” 

Both boys retreated to the main space of the basement where they’d used Mrs. Prescott’s Christmas table runners to create an aisle. Cole scattered petals and motioned for Ryan to do the same. 

“Your bride has cold feet,” Ryan muttered and dropped his in a single pile.  

“What’s that even mean?” Cole tossed the empty plastic box on the basement steps. 

Ryan shrugged and the glasses slipped again. He stepped onto the stool at the end of the row of table runners, nearest to a Santa stuffing his face with cookies. “I don’t know. I heard my mom say it before my Aunt Beth married Uncle Rich though.”

Cole took his place on Ryan’s left side and squished a plastic petal into Rudolph’s face. The tweed jacket itched, resting heavy on his shoulders. As he breathed in a deep gulp of air, the scent of mildew touched his nose. 

“Eh-hem!” Rachel stood at the opposite end of the Christmas-themed aisle. She swam in a royal-blue lace dress with big puffy sleeves. “Shall we start the ceremony, boys? The bride is finally ready.” 

Ryan pointed at her. “Are you wearing Mom’s makeup?” 

“Shut up, Ryan!” she called back before smacking her lips together in an exaggerated kiss. “Every woman needs lipstick on her wedding day!” 

“You’re not the one getting married!” he bellowed as the belt slipped down to his feet. 

Cole snickered and readjusted the leather around Ryan’s tablecloth. 

“We need music!” Rachel announced, and Cole turned and pushed play on the CD player. The unmistakable notes of Bryan Adams’ “Everything I Do (I Do it for You)” began the ceremony. His soft, romantic voice echoed throughout the basement, and Rachel took her first step down the aisle. 

She stumbled on the hem of the dress halfway down but smiled wide as she reached the makeshift altar. 

“You have lipstick on your teeth.” Ryan recoiled and shoved the glasses up the bridge of his nose again. 

“Keep your comments to yourself, Father!” she snapped, but rubbed her index finger over her two front teeth before chucking her plastic sunflowers at him. 

The twins continued to bicker—nothing different from any other day. With a sigh, Cole turned, and his gaze landed on Rose at the end of the Christmas aisle. 

An old lace curtain twisted around her body, held up by a hot pink jump rope tied around her middle. She smiled and her hair spilled onto her shoulder in a side ponytail. In her hands, she held a single fake, fabric rose. 

Cole gulped as she took her first steps toward him. Blushing with the same shade of red lipstick stuck to Rachel’s teeth, Rose beamed and squished each petal with her bare toes until she reached him. 

His heart beat faster. His pulse quickened. And beneath the tweed jacket, his body sweat. Cole stared at her pretty face. A smile cracked his lips as he reached out and grasped her hand. 

She squeezed his palm as Father Ryan turned and scooped up a pocket dictionary. “Dearly beloved,” he started and opened the book. “We are gathered here today because this man wants to marry this girl.” 

Rachel scoffed. “That’s not right!” 

“Shh!” Rose turned and pressed her index finger to her lips. “Don’t ruin my wedding!” 

With a roll of her eyes, Rachel folded her arms over her chest. 

Ryan flipped the page and pushed his glasses up again. “It’s now time for the vows,” he announced and reached for Rose’s hand. He placed her fingers on the dictionary. “Repeat after me.” 

Rose nodded. 

“I am Rose. And I take you, Cole, to be my husband even when you’re sick and throwing up.” 

Rose giggled, and the sound of her laugh squeezed his chest in a way unfelt before. Cole gulped and toyed with the button on the suit coat. 

“I am Rose,” she repeated. “And I take you, Cole, to be my husband even when you’re sick and throwing up.” 

Ryan laughed and reached for Cole’s hand. He dropped it on top of the dictionary, too. “Now, Cole, repeat after me.”

Cole cleared his throat and nodded, ready to make his vows to the curtain-clad girl beside him. 

“I am Cole. And I take my sister Rose—”

“She’s not his sister, you idiot!” Rachel punched Ryan in the arm and sneered. 

“Er, wait! Don’t say that.” Ryan leaned forward and the glasses fell to the floor again. He jumped off the stool and retrieved them before continuing. “Okay, say this. I am Cole. And I take you, Rose, to be my wife even if we’re poor.” 

Cole snorted, but gripped her fingers atop the dictionary. “I am Cole,” he whispered. “And I take you, Rose, to be my wife even if we’re poor.” 

She smiled and the moment stilled in his mind—captured for eternity. 

“The rings, please,” Ryan requested and turned to Rachel. She bent down and upended her sandal. Two silver rings tumbled out, each the circle piece of metal from a keychain. 

“Place them here,” Ryan instructed and moved the pocket dictionary closer to his sister. 

She dropped them on top of the word destiny. 

“Rose, put this ring on Cole’s finger if you want to marry him.” 

With another giggle, she gripped the keychain ring and stuffed it on his finger. 

“You have to say, I do,” said Ryan.

“I do,” she whispered. 

Ryan nodded and moved the dictionary closer to Cole. “Okay, Cole, put this ring on Rose’s finger if you also want to marry her.” 

His fingers shook, his body trembling beneath the heat of the tweed coat. Gripping the remaining keychain ring, he placed it on Rose’s finger. “I do,” he echoed. 

“With the power in me, I now pronounce you man and wife,” announced Ryan. He tossed the dictionary in the air and let out a whoop. “Er, you can kiss the bride,” he added and covered the massive glasses with his hands. 

Rose eyed him with a pretty smile on her lips. The jump rope slipped and fell to the floor, but the lace curtains still twisted around her body. 

Cole’s heart banged. He leaned forward and gulped. 

But Rose didn’t pull away. 

As he leaned closer still, her warm breath tickled his chin. Like a magnet, she silently called to him, willing to have his lips touch hers. 

And with a bout of courage barreling through his veins, Cole moved closer and lightly pressed his mouth to hers. 

The moment stilled. The damp, musty basement disappeared. And even Rachel and Ryan’s groans of protest were muffled. All that mattered—all that existed—were her soft lips on his. 

Our first kiss.

Rose pulled away first and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“I think I’ll marry you for real one day, Rose,” Cole whispered. 

And even though she laughed and turned to punch Rachel in the gut, the truth settled in his heart. 

One day, Rosey Posey. One day... 
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CHAPTER 3
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Rose

73 days until ‘I do’

Rose sauteed another batch of shiitake mushrooms in a skillet. A tiny pin prick of olive oil sizzled in the pan and launched toward her, burning her wrist. 

“Ouch!” she whispered and stepped back. Twisting the knob to lower the heat, Rose frowned and covered the mushrooms with a glass lid. 

“I’ve never seen you overheat anything.” Miguel slid beside her and plated a piece of chicken covered in her signature white wine sauce over a bed of fettuccine. With a nod toward the mushrooms, Rose lifted the lid, and he scooped out a spoonful to top the dish. “You okay?” 

Rose cleared her throat and recovered the mushrooms, focused solely on the task at hand. “What table is that for?”

“Six.” 

Her gaze lifted to the digital readout above their heads. Eyeing the list of orders, she nodded and reached for a new pan as another request for the Friday special came through. 

I need to make more wine sauce. 

“Rose?” Miguel set the plate of chicken marsala in the queue to be served. 

“Hmm?” She wiped her hands on her apron before reaching for the olive oil. 

Where’d the wine go? 

Miguel leaned against the counter and grinned, folding his arms across his chest. 

“Have you seen—”

He snorted and crossed his ankles. 

“Oh!” Rose spotted the wine behind him, but froze, spying the silly grin on his face. “Ugh, sorry, Miguel!” She giggled as embarrassment flushed her cheeks. Raising her arm, she ran the back of her right hand across her forehead. “Tunnel vision,” she murmured. 

He snickered and moved the wine toward her. “Are you okay?” 

“All good.” She uncorked the bottle and dumped some in the pan before lighting the flame. “Just don’t want to get behind before the real dinner rush, you know?” 

“What time did your shift start?” 

She shrugged. “This morning.” 

His head spun on a swivel. Peering around the kitchen, Miguel frowned. “Where’s Louis?” 

“Right here, boss!” To his left, Pier Ninety-Two’s sous-chef plated another piece of chicken. He inhaled the salty scent of Rose’s sauteed mushrooms before completing the dish. “Sorry, I stepped out for a second to speak to a customer.” He gestured toward Rose. “Happy to report table two really enjoyed the marsala.” 

Rose smiled while swirling the wine around in the pan over low heat. 

“You know, Rose, I can hop in whenever you want.” Louis pointed to the pan in her grasp. “I used to run this kitchen for Lauren.” He snorted. “Happy I don’t have to anymore,” he added and patted Miguel on the back. “This part-time sous-chef gig’s a sweet deal.” 

“Glad to have you back, Lou!” Miguel turned to Rose. “Come on, Lou’s got this. And there’s something I want to talk to you about before you leave.” 

Her gut clenched—the unfinished wine sauce was like an itch she couldn’t scratch. “Can’t I finish—”

“Rose!” Miguel laughed and gripped her elbow. “You’ve been here all day! Do you ever take a break?” 

When I’m cooking, that’s all I need to focus on. But when I’m not... 

She sighed. Okay, fine. With a shrug, she begrudgingly tailed Miguel as he headed toward the back door of the kitchen. “Thanks, Lou,” she mumbled. 

He winked and scooped up her pan, ready to take over the marsala making marathon as Rose pushed on the back door. The breath left her as she immediately stumbled over a stack of cardboard boxes in the hallway. “Oh!” 

“Sorry! Are you okay?” Miguel offered her his hand and guided her around the pile of boxed plastic products. “I just tripped, too.” 

“What is all this?” 

Miguel nudged a box with his toe. “I think they were delivered by mistake.” 

“Indeed, they were!” Michelle’s head popped out of Miguel’s office. She pointed to the phone in her hand and rolled her eyes. “Been on hold trying to sort it out for eighteen minutes and counting.” She snorted. “Oh! Hey, Rose, I got your wedding invitation in the mail yesterday. They look gorgeous!”

Rose shuddered. Gulping down a quick breath of air, she plastered her go-to false smile on her lips. I’m getting good at this. “Er, thanks, Michelle. Cole picked them out.” 

“Well, he has good taste.” Her gaze lifted to the ceiling, longingly staring at the off-white tiles. “I’ve always wanted a winter wedding.” 

Rose laughed. “Whatever that means here in L.A.” She stuffed her hands in her apron pockets as a memory flickered in her mind. The snow-covered streets of Chicago brought goosebumps to her skin. “You need the Midwest for a true winter.” 

“Oh, yeah, that’s right.” Miguel scratched his chin. “You studied at Kendall.” 

“Mmm-hmm. And loved every minute of it.” The best years of her life flashed before her eyes—living downtown with her girlfriends, ice-skating in Millennium Park in the evenings, and taking trips to the shores of Lake Michigan in the spring. 

“Better weather here.” Miguel’s eyes widened. “I’ve only been to Chicago once.” He shivered. “Snowed the whole damn time,” he added with a frown. 

Rose laughed. “All right there, Arizona.” 

A sheepish grin tugged at his lips, and he shrugged. 

“Well, Rose,” Michelle added and moved the phone to her other ear. “Congratulations on the upcoming wedding. And thanks for the invitation.” 

Rose lowered her gaze to the floor and traced the zigzags in the carpet with her toes. 

“A wedding. A new job. A handsome fiancé.” Michelle tapped her fingers as if checking off a list of her life’s accomplishments. “You’re young. Stunning. Talented...”

Rose cleared her throat as an instant sheen of sweat formed on her brow. Embarrassment radiated from her pores. She held the breath captive in her lungs, and her muscles tensed with each item Michelle spoke. 

Miguel dragged a hand through his hair and released a slow exhale. The moment stilled. Each awkward second ticked by until—

“Oh! Hello? Yes, this is Michelle.” The redhead pointed to the phone and stepped back into Miguel’s office. “Yes, it looks like we received...” 

Her voice trailed away as Rose stepped forward and resumed following Miguel down the hall. 

“She means well,” he muttered over his shoulder. “I hope she didn’t make you uncomfortable.” 

Rose snorted as the tension in her body released into the ether. “Me? Feel uncomfortable?” Heat thundered through her as they turned the corner and entered the private party room. 

“I think that’s something we share in common.” 

She giggled. “Wait, you’re saying you also don’t like being in the spotlight?” Rose unpinned the top button on her chef’s jacket and sank onto a stool at the bar. 

“I definitely do not.” His eyes widened again. “More of a Rachel thing.” He snickered before dipping his head beneath the counter. 

“Speaking of things we share in common.” Rose rested her elbows on the bar and sighed. “I think she’s a little mad at me.” 

A grin cracked his lips as he opened the mini-fridge and pulled out a pitcher filled with chopped apples and quartered oranges. 

Well, that confirms it.

Rose rolled her eyes. “What has she said to you?” 

Miguel dumped sugar into the pitcher and reached for a wooden spoon. He swirled the contents before responding. “I think she’s just worried about you.” 

“Why?” Rose watched as he poured in fresh orange juice. 

“She thinks you don’t really want to get married.” He cringed. 

Well, I’ve got to hand it to her. She knows me better than I thought. 

Miguel bit his bottom lip and poured brandy into the pitcher. “I’m sure she’s wrong,” he quickly added. “Right?”

Rose groaned and rested her head against the counter. The cold wood cooled her skin, dousing the fire flaring in her heart. Tilting her head to peer at Miguel, she stared at his fingers as they swirled the makings of sangria in a mesmerizing twirl. 

“Cole really wants a big wedding,” she said and picked at a tiny gouge in the counter. “A hundred guests. Thousands of dollars. A fairytale experience at Maravilla Gardens.” 

He nodded. 

“But if it were up to me, we would have just eloped. Or maybe even only agreed to be life partners or whatever.” She sighed. “No rings. No vows. No paperwork.” 

I can’t believe I just admitted that. Out loud. To my boss. 

Rose shuddered and quickly sat up. “Er, I mean—”

“Rose, it’s okay.” He stirred the contents of the pitcher before lifting his gaze to her. “You don’t owe me an explanation.” 

“I don’t?”

He shook his head. 

“Then why’d you bring it up?”

“Because Rach has been really neurotic about it lately.” He sighed and turned to select two glasses from the upper shelf. “Er...” He backtracked and poured the ruby red drink into both cups. “I mean, I know it’s none of my business. But I’m worried about her.” 

Her stomach churned hearing the truth slip through his lips. A single butterfly flapped in her belly, rousing anxiety to awaken in her gut. 

“My sister is lucky to have you,” she whispered and eyed the glass he slid in her direction. You care so much about her. 

He shook his head. “I’m the lucky one, Rose. To have both of you in my life.” With a wink, he clinked his glass against hers. “Cheers.” 

Rose sipped the fruity beverage. The crisp, citrus liquid slid down her throat and brought a genuine smile to her lips. “And what is it that we’re cheers-ing to exactly?” 

“Your bridal shower tomorrow.” Miguel gestured to the cardboard boxes lining the wall, stuffed full of decorations, silly games, prizes, and more. “What do you think of the Say I Do Sangria?” 

Rose snorted. “The what?” 

“Say I Do Sangria,” he repeated with a wink. “Your signature cocktail for tomorrow’s festivities.” 

“You didn’t have to do that...” 

Miguel leaned forward and rested his hand over hers. With a gentle squeeze, he smiled. “I thought you’d like it.” 

She swallowed the guilt rising in her throat. 

“But, Rose?” 

She studied Miguel, taking in his soft brown eyes and scruffy five-o-clock shadow. “Hmm?”

“I am worried about Rachel. She’s stressing herself out trying to balance wedding planning with her career. I woke up to her sobbing this morning—a total, full-on meltdown out of nowhere. It was like 4 AM.” 

Rose wrinkled her nose before sipping the sangria again. “And you think she was crying over the wedding?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I couldn’t understand half of it. It was just really out of character for her—kinda worried me.” 

“So, you’re here to tell me to get my ass in gear and figure my life out. Step up so Rachel can step down.” 

Miguel shook his head and pressed his lips together. “No. I’m here because I care about you both. Sure, I want Rachel to feel a bit better about whatever it is that’s bothering her. But I also want to make sure you’re okay, too. You’ve got a lot on your plate.” He frowned. “Probably more than most people know.”

More than just chicken marsala. That’s for sure. 

Rose swallowed, allowing his words to seep into her soul. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

With another grin, he tapped the counter. “What you just shared with me stays between us.” 

“I appreciate that.” Rose turned and eyed the line of boxes once more. Wondering what sort of fresh hell her sister had planned for tomorrow afternoon, she sighed and closed her eyes. “I’ll talk to Rachel. I promise.” 

Miguel offered a half smile and stuffed the pitcher back into the mini-fridge. He grabbed their glasses and rinsed
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